Background {#Sec1}
==========

Afghanistan is a landlocked country in south Central Asia. Administratively, the country is divided into eight geographical regions, 34 provinces and 398 administrative districts. The 2014/15 estimated population of the country is 26.5 million \[[@CR1]\]. Most recent figures from 2010, though better than the previous (2003) data, estimate a total fertility rate of 5.1 child per women, a maternal mortality ratio of 327 per 100,000 live birth, an under-five mortality of 97 and infant mortality of 77 per 1000 live births all amongst the highest in the world. Only 26% of women age 15--49 ever attended school \[[@CR2],[@CR3]\].

Three decades of internecine war in Afghanistan have damaged the infrastructure, economy and social services. Women's access to health services has also, as a result, suffered and most women deliver without the presence of a skilled birth attendant \[[@CR4],[@CR5]\]. There is also evidence to show that the continued high levels of fertility in Afghanistan accompanied with decline in maternal and child mortality may contribute to rapid growth in population, poverty and social issues \[[@CR6],[@CR7]\]. This is likely to hinder the development of the country already struggling to recover its socioeconomic status. Previous literature suggests that higher education is associated with greater use of contraception but this has not been assessed in detail in Afghanistan.

In response to the sparse national data and inform future policy, the Afghanistan Mortality Survey (AMS) was conducted in 2010. Its aim was to provide information on the levels, trends, differentials, and causes of mortality and levels and differentials in related health and health care indicators. Recognising the potential health benefits of family planning, the AMS additionally collected data on fertility, marriage and family planning \[[@CR2]\]. The National Family Planning Program was established in 2002 under the Reproductive Health Directorate of the Ministry of Public Health. Since then, family planning related activities have been integrated into a primary health package called Basic Package of Health Service (BPHS) and secondary and tertiary health package called the Essential Package of Hospital Services (EPHS) through more than 2000 public health facilities. In addition, family planning methods are also available through number of charities such as Marie Stopes International, the Afghan Family Guidance Association, Future Group and pharmacies.

Currently, oral contraceptive pills, the intra-uterine device (IUD), male condom and injectable contraceptives are widely available throughout the country. In some cities female sterilization and implant are also accessible. We sought to test this and other socioeconomic relationships using routinely collected and robust data. With this in mind, our study set out to provide a picture on distribution and correlation of contraceptive use in Afghanistan utilizing AMS 2010 data. The dataset is publically available at measure DHS website \[[@CR8]\].

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

The Afghanistan Mortality Survey 2010 used the sampling frame prepared for Population and Housing Census (PHC) by Central Statistics Organization (CSO). It used a two-stage cluster sampling design to generate a nationally representative sample of households. In the first stage, the clusters were selected from the sampling frame. Households were then selected from each cluster allowing for stratification of urban and rural areas. The remoteness index is constructed using a similar methodology as the wealth index to measure the lack of infrastructure and/or distance services centers and it is constructed at the cluster level instead of the household level. The information is captured through a series of questions to the village leader or a knowledgeable person. For security reasons, the rural areas of Kandahar, Helmand, and Zabul provinces of South zone were excluded from the survey. Further details of the method used by region can be found in the main report of AMS 2010 \[[@CR2]\].

Information for the household was obtained through personal interviews with an adult household member usually the head of the household. In the vast majority (96.7% cases) men, husband or father in law, were the head of households with the household questionnaire. The questionnaires were based on the validated Demographic and Health Surveys Core Questionnaires, modified for use in Afghanistan. All staff were intensively trained for three weeks through both classroom lectures and field practice. Female surveyors interviewed all women 12--49 years of age within the selected households using the women's questionnaire. Maintaining the privacy and confidentiality during the interview were emphasized throughout the surveyors' training and field monitoring. Efforts were made to interview women in privacy uninfluenced by their husband or mother in law. Since the interviews were conducted by a female interviewer known to the community, respondents were able to disclose freely relevant information about the use of any contraceptive methods by themselves or their husbands.

The interview sought information on a woman's background (age, education, ethnicity, and marital status), their use of health services, on each of their children and the survival status of each child. The current use of contraceptive was assessed by the question "Are you currently doing something or using any method to delay or avoid getting pregnant? Where an affirmative was given, a further question" which method are you using?" was asked. Modern methods were defined as the oral contraceptive pill, IUD, injectable, condom, emergency contraception, implants and male and female sterilization. Traditional methods were as follows: periodic abstinence (rhythm), withdrawal and Lactation Amenorrhea Method (LAM).

Data analysis {#Sec3}
-------------

The primary outcome measure was current use of any contraceptive method, a dichotomous variable, in non-pregnant married women. In the descriptive analysis, we illustrated the distribution of current contraceptive use by national, regions and provinces. Due to small numbers, data from Urozagan, Nimroz and Punisher (like the insecure regions) were not analysed further. To ensure representativeness across the country, data used were weighted according to survey sample. We then conducted exploratory analyses of the relationships between selected demographic and socioeconomic variables and current contraceptive use using current use of any contraception as a dichotmised outcome. Categorical and ordinal variables (place of residence, region, level of education, and experience of child death) were used as coded in the survey questionnaire, the two latent variables (wealth quintiles and remoteness) were computed from a set of variables collected in the household questionnaire using factor analysis and incorporated in the final survey dataset as categorical variables with five groups. In our analysis, however, we have grouped the three continuous variables age, age at marriage and number of living children using standard categories presented in most DHS surveys to ensure that there are enough numbers in each category for robust analysis. Bivariate outcomes and exposures were assessed by Chi squared test and potential predictors were assessed in a multiple logistic regression model using backward elimination method. The results of logistic regression analysis are given as adjusted odds ratios, with 95% confidence interval and *p* values. All analysis was conducted in STATA version 13 taking into account the survey sample and cluster design and weights.

Results {#Sec4}
=======

Descriptive analysis {#Sec5}
--------------------

Members of 22,351 households were assessed for criteria for interview.

The analyses reported here are based on information on current use of contraceptive methods provided non-pregnant women aged between 15 and 49 years who numbered 25,743. Use of any method of family planning was estimated as 22% with breakdown as follows (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}): injectable contraceptives (6.5%), oral contraceptive pills (5.3%); LAM (3.6%); male condoms (1.7%); the intrauterine contraceptive device (1.3%); traditional methods (1.9%) and female sterilization (1.4%).Table 1**Proportion of currently married women age 15--49 used contraceptive (%) by province and regionNumber of married women age 15--49 interviewedPercent of currently using contraceptive95%** **CIProvinces**  Kabul2,67835.132.0-38.3  Kapisa46236.628.2-45.9  Parwan61540.935.7-46.3  Wardak54012.57.3-20.5  Logar37834.227.2-42.0  Nangarhar2,36921.418.8-24.0  Laghman60118.112.6-25.0  Baghlan81515.011.8-19.0  Bamyan27025.512.4-45  Ghazni1,04413.48.8-20  Paktika6672.10.6-7.0  Paktya9628.46.1-11.0  Khost76017.814.6-22.0  Kunar1,1716.24.1-9.0  Nuristan3565.72.7-12.0  Badakhshan1,10224.917.2-34.5  Takhar1,0016.94.9-10.0  Kunduz90410.27.8-13.0  Samangan38514.08.9-21.0  Balkh1,21723.017.9-29.0  Sari Pul55915.412.5-19.0  Ghor57411.37.3-17.0  Daykundi64539.831.0-49.0  Jawzjan63915.310.5-22.0  Faryab1,1626.74.5-10.0  Badghis5268.44.6-15.0  Herat1,63849.444.2-54.5  Farah66631.121.5-43**Regions**  North Eastern3,82314.611.8-18.0  Northern3,96015.012.8-17.6  Western3,40533.028.0-38.0  Central Highlands91535.626.9-45  Capital4,79133.630.9-36.0  Eastern4,49715.813.4-18.0  Southern1,96324.119.3-29.6  South Eastern2,3889.67.4-12.0**Total25,74321.8(20.4-23.4)**

Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"} shows the percent distribution of currently married women age 15--49 who were using specific family planning methods at the time of the survey, by province and regions. Herat province had the highest contraceptive prevalence rate (about 49%), while Paktika had the lowest contraceptive prevalence rate of 2% (Figure [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). At the regional level, Central Highland, Capital and Western regions, have the largest percentage of currently married women currently using contraception, while the Southeast region had the smallest percentage.Figure 1**Distribution of contraceptive prevalence rate by provinces (%).**

Use of contraceptive varied by age group, the lowest use being in the youngest age group (14%). Uptake increased successively by age group to 26.6% in the 35--49 year group. There were significant differences in the current use of contraceptive methods among subgroups of currently married women. The use of family planning among urban women was double that of rural women (36 percent and 18 percent, respectively). Contraceptive use was more than twice as high in the Central Highlands as in the North, East and Northeast regions. There was a significant association between use of contraceptive and level of education with and increase from 20 percent among women with no formal education to 33 percent among women with primary education to 39 percent among women with secondary and higher education (p \< 0.001).

Wealth also was associated with the women's contraceptive use: only 17% of married women in the lowest wealth quintile were users compared to 33.9% in the highest wealth quintile (Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}).Table 2**Current use of contraceptive by socio-demographic characteristics among married women 15--49 (Bivariate analysis)nContraceptive prevalence rate95%** **CIP. ValueResidence**Urban4,93436.433.9-39.0\<0.001Rural20,80918.416.8-20.0**Region**North Eastern3,82314.611.8-18.0\<0.001Northern3,96015.012.8-17.6Western3,40533.028.0-38.0Central Highland91535.626.9-45.0Capital4,79133.630.9-36.0Eastern4,49715.813.4-18.0Southern1,96324.119.3-29.6South Eastern2,3889.67.4-12.0**Education**No education/Madrasa22,91420.118.6-21.7\<0.001Primary1,48533.029.9-36.0Secondary/Higher1,34439.135.7-42.6**Age group**15-247,22114.012.6-15.6\<0.00125-349,22023.221.3-25.035-499,30226.624.7-28.6**Age at first marriage**Less than 169,03524.722.7-26.9\<0.00116-198,89221.219.5-23.019+7,81619.317.8-20.9**Number of living children**0-15,8007.46.5-8.5\<0.0012-36,43421.019.2-22.94-56,03327.325.0-29.66+7,47629.427.2-31.7**Child death experiences**No20,00520.919.4-22.5\<0.001Yes5,73825.123.1-27.0**Remoteness**Most remote6,62118.415.9-21.00.001927,25522.919.8-26.035,11021.318.4-24.544,18921.618.0-25.7Least remote2,56829.325.2-33.8**Wealth quintiles**Poorest5,11517.014.1-20.5\<0.001Poorer5,32819.817.5-22.0Middle5,05717.815.7-20.0Richer5,15320.718.6-22.9Richest5,09033.931.5-36.0**Mass media exposure**No exposure6,86417.014.6-19.6\<0.001Radio only12,30119.517.8-21.0Radio and TV6,57831.329.1-33.5

Multivariate analysis {#Sec6}
---------------------

We found that larger family size strongly predicted contraceptive use. The AOR for women with 6+ living children was estimated as 7.4 (95% CI: 6.1-9.0). Additional independent predictors included: greater age 0.81 (95% CI: 0.69-0.95);wealth index 2.1 (95% CI: 1.50-2.95); place of residence 0.72 (95% CI: 0.56-0.92); and education 2.10 (95% CI: 1.80-2.45). Media exposure, remoteness of the households, age at first marriage were not associated with use of current use of contraception (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}).Table 3**Factors associated with use of contraceptive by socio-demographic characteristics in married women 15--49 (Multivariate analysis)AOR95% CIp valueResidence**Urban1.00Rural0.720.56-0.920.007**Region**North Eastern1.00Northern0.970.72-1.310.843Western2.902.06-4.08\<0.001Central Highland4.072.48-6.70\<0.001Capital1.841.36-2.48\<0.001Eastern0.890.65-1.200.440Southern1.420.97-2.060.068South Eastern0.510.35-0.750.001**Education**No education/Madrasa1.00Primary1.601.36-1.81\<0.001Secondary/Higher2.101.80-2.45\<0.001**Age group**15-241.0025-340.890.8-1.010.07035-490.810.69-0.950.012**Number of living children**0-11,002-33.723.23-4.30\<0.0014-55.774.87-6.84\<0.0016+7.406.06-9.02\<0.001**Wealth quintiles**Poorest1.00Poorer1.331.06-1.690.016Middle1.391.05-1.840.022Richer1.671.22-2.270.001Richest2.101.50-2.95\<0.001

Discussion {#Sec7}
==========

We found low rates of contraceptive use among married, non-pregnant women in Afghanistan with further reduction in uptake associated with the poverty, low level of education and younger age. Number of years of education might provide married women on the better awareness on advantages of birth spacing and use of contraceptive. Similarly, educated women could have positive health seeking behavior. The increase number of living children as mentioned strongly associated with use of contraceptive among currently married women. The findings from the studies conducted in two cities of Pakistan were also found that number of living children was strongly associated with use of contraceptive methods \[[@CR9],[@CR10]\].

Though uptake has increased since previous surveys (perhaps a result of the Basic Package of Health Services (BPHS) introduced in 2003), male use has stalled with no increase in the use of the male condom from 2006--2011 \[[@CR11]-[@CR13]\]. This is probably a reflection of the fact that family planning information and services in Afghanistan are not targeted towards men but have been provided in the context of maternal and child health. Although contraceptive use has increased both nationally and in the provinces in recent years, women who were living in rural area are less likely to use any contraceptive methods than their urban counterparts

Despite the proportion of contraceptive use was increasing overall, the reliance on the traditional methods remained constant during last decade. The low rates of sterilisation could be because it is not part of National Family Planning Program in Afghanistan, low availability outside cities and, given the conservative nature of Afghan society, less likely to be acceptable to religious leaders.

Our findings are compatible with those from other studies. A comparative study of contraceptive use in Nigeria revealed similar rural urban disparity in use of contraceptive \[[@CR14]\]. In the former Soviet Union, Janevic et al. showed that women from poorest communities less likely to use contraceptive methods than their wealthier counterparts \[[@CR15]\] a finding that has also been made in Malawi \[[@CR16]\]. Our study discovered that educational level was positively associated with contraceptive use in Afghanistan and women with no or informal education were the least likely to use any contraceptive methods than women with secondary and higher education. Similar patterns were also observed in elsewhere \[[@CR17]-[@CR24]\]. Number of years of education might provide married women on the better awareness on advantages of birth spacing and use of contraceptive. Similarly, educated women could have positive health seeking behavior.

The study had number of strengths. It was based on near complete national coverage and represents by far the most comprehensive sample to date.

There were a number of limitations. As this study was cross-sectional survey, a definite causal relationship between the outcome measure and the exploratory variables could not be established. There may also have been biases resulting from the exclusion of a third of the rural areas in the South and, possibly, despite great sensitivity on the part of the interviewers, a reluctance to divulge information amongst the women. We were also unable to establish qualitative reasons for use and non-use of contraception again perhaps a reflection of cultural sensitivities.

Conclusion {#Sec8}
==========

Rates of contraceptive uptake are low in Afghanistan and rural, uneducated women are less likely to use any of the standard methods. The family planning programme must expand its activities to inform this vulnerable group, involve men and promote longer acting or permanent contraception such as the IUD and female sterilization.
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